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Abstract 
Repairs, essential to establish, enhance and continue effective communication, are natural parts of spontaneous speech in 
conversations among native speakers as well as among non-native speakers; however, who initiates the repair process and who 
repairs throughout the act of conversation may change from one context to another. Within this framework, this study intends to 
identify the preferred initiation- repair mechanisms by the teacher and the learners in EFL classrooms. To collect data, one EFL 
class was observed during three class hours and the classroom interaction was audio-taped. The recorded data was analyzed and 
the instances in which initiation-repair mechanisms were used were extracted and transcribed to form a data set in order to 
compare and contrast the preferred initiation and repair mechanisms by teachers and learners.  
© 2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
EFL classrooms are contexts in which non-English speaking learners and a -native or non-native- EFL 
teacher communicate using English language as a lingua franca. These classrooms, by their very nature, have a great 
potential for communication breakdowns and therefore, for error correction.  
The necessity of error correction has always been a central phenomenon in foreign language (FL) 
classroom research. The questions range from when, how and what to correct to whether the teacher should correct 
all the errors committed by the learner (Kasper, 1985). However, this kind of an approach seems to focus on a one-
sided treatment of learner errors. It is common sense that in addition to the teacher’s correction, other correction 
mechanisms take place in the FL classroom. The learner might modify his/her own utterance so as to correct what 
seems to be erroneous to him/her or might rephrase an utterance they are not satisfied with. Moreover, the teacher 
himself/herself might choose to rephrase or modify an utterance to make it, say, more comprehensible for the 
learner. The term error correction cannot account for all types of utterance modification practices in the FL 
classroom. Therefore, studies of error correction in the FL classroom should not focus only on one specific type of 
correction, but should cover all types of correction taking place in the FL classroom (Kasper, 1985).    
The discussion on the ways of error/mistake correction is a controversial one and requires careful 
consideration of a language teacher. L2 learners’ errors and mistakes are a natural part of their learning processes. 
An important issue is the language learners’ strategic competence development, which is the ability to overcome 
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linguistic deficiencies by asking for help using appropriate non-verbal signals, working around an unknown 
structure or vocabulary item (Canale and Swain; Tarone, as cited in Allwright and Bailey, 1991).   
Within this framework, this study set out to investigate initiation-repair mechanisms operating in EFL 
classrooms To do this, this paper focuses in particular on the preferred initiation-repair mechanisms in EFL 
classrooms in an attempt to find out whether self-repair is preferred to other-repair in language classrooms as in 
natural conversations among native speakers as is suggested by Schegloff , Jefferson and Sacks (1977). 
With these in mind, this study aims at answering the following questions: 
1. What is the nature of initiation-repair mechanisms in the observed classroom?  
2. What are preferred initiation-repair mechanisms taking place in conversations between a teacher and a 
learner in the observed classroom? 
3. What are the overall perceptions of the learners about repair mechanisms in the classroom? 
2. Review of Literature 
Repair can be described as a conversational operation used by interlocutors for dealing with intrinsic 
troubles or erroneous forms obstructing communication. Repair mechanisms operating in natural conversations 
among native-speakers address to recurring problems in speaking, listening, and understanding messages. 
The process has two major steps; initiation and repair. The term ‘initiation’ refers to the process in which the 
detected error or mistake is signalled by one of the interlocutors. If it is the speaker who initiates, then the act of 
repair is self-initiated; if it is the listener, then the repair is other-initiated. After the process has been initiated, the 
error or mistake is self-repaired or other-repaired, or not repaired at all.  Schegloff et al. (1977) suggested four 
possible combinations of repair; self-initiated other repair, self-initiated self repair, other-initiated self repair, and 
other-initiated other repair.  
The term ‘correction’ generally refers to the treatment of an erroneous form or mistake by replacing it with the 
correct form. However, as is suggested by Schegloff et. al (1977) repair is not necessarily dependent on error, nor 
can it only be performed by replacement.    
As is acknowledged by Seedhouse (2004), the pedagogical focus of language classrooms is on linguistic form 
and accuracy and the language teacher expects learners to produce linguistic forms corresponding to the linguistic 
form(s) he/she introduces. Hence, everything the learner says is potentially subject to evaluation by the teacher. 
When what the learner says is not in parallel with the pedagogical focus of the teacher, repair mechanisms are likely 
to be undertaken (Seedhouse, 2004, pp.3-4). As a result of this, the central phenomenon of classroom research turns 
out to be error correction rather than repair (Schegloff et.al, 1977). However, error correction alone cannot account 
for all the repair operations taking place in the foreign language classroom because it is common that learners 
themselves correct or modify their own utterances so as to fix what seems erroneous to them. Kasper  argues that 
“studies of repair in the FL classroom should include all repair activity rather than focus on one specific repair type; 
that is the teacher's correction of learners' errors” (1985, p.200). 
A great number of studies in the field focused on the interaction in the foreign language classrooms and 
investigated error treatment. Iles, for instance, stated that “errors can be seen as being more than the production of a 
deviant form by the learner, and hence specifically the learner’s problem; errors and their repair constitute an 
interactional problem which EFL participants must jointly overcome, and which involves them in the regeneration 
of their talk after trouble or breakdown” (1996, p.25). He emphasized the importance of collaboration between the 
learner and the teacher in repairing the deviant utterance. 
In a series of investigations of spontaneous narratives within common turn-by-turn conversations, Schegloff et 
al. (1977) observed a preference for certain types of initiation repair mechanisms. It was revealed that self-repair is 
vastly more common than other-repair in natural conversations. “Self-correction and other correction are not 
structurally equivalent or equally ‘valued’. Rather, self correction and other correction are related organizationally, 
with self correction preferred to other correction” (Schegloff, Jefferson and Sacks, 1977, p.362). Similarly, Gaskill 
and Schwartz  (as cited in Kasper, 1985, p.201) found the preference for self-repair over other-repair confirmed.  
However, the research has shown that in language classrooms, the most frequently used repair type is other 
initiated other repair; teachers often tell learners that they have made errors and tell them what to say instead 
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(Allwright & Bailey, 1991). This finding seems to contradict what is suggested by Schegloff et al. (1977) and to fail 
the promises of communicative methodologies, which emphasizes the use of real life-like language in the foreign 
language classrooms. 
3. Methodology 
3.1. Data Collection Procedures  
Both quantitative and qualitative types of analyses were used in this study. To collect data, three audio 
recordings were made. The researcher observed three class hours of the class under investigation and audio taped the 
classroom interaction. The recorded data was analyzed in terms of initiation-repair mechanisms. The instances of 
initiation and repair were extracted and transcribed to form a data set. In addition to the recordings, a two-part 
questionnaire was used to collect data about the learners’ preferences of repair mechanisms. The questionnaire was 
adapted from McKay (2006) and was translated into Turkish due to the fact that the respondents are beginner level 
learners and that it was very likely that they would not have understood the questions otherwise. The questionnaire 
was given to the learners after all the recordings finished in order to ensure that learners did not know about the 
focus of the study before the recordings were completed.  
The participants of this study were an EFL teacher and 12 beginner-level adult learners, 4 male and 8 
female, attending a language course at Gazi University. The learners are from different backgrounds and age groups, 
ranging from 22 to 35.  
3.2. Data Analysis 
After the collected data was transcribed and the instances of repairs were identified, each recording was 
reviewed and the instances were transcribed and analyzed in terms of the types of initiation and repair employed by 
the teacher and the learners. A total of 28 repair instances was identified and these instances were categorized 
according to the types of initiation-repair mechanisms suggested by Schegloff et.al. (1977). The types of initiation-
repair mechanisms preferred by the teacher and the learners are explained with references to the extracts taken from 
the lesson transcripts.  
The analysis showed that in the observed classroom, repair takes place when mechanical drills or 
meaningful exercises are done. In one of the three class hours that was recorded, the class was learning a new 
grammatical form; The Present Simple Tense. The teacher presented the language focus putting examples on the 
board and learners were taking notes and listening. The teacher, understandably, code switched between Turkish and 
English throughout the course due to learners’ low level of proficiency. During this presentation process, the 
learners did not attempt to use the target language at all; they preferred their mother tongue if they wanted to say 
something. Therefore, no error or repair instance was detected by the researcher. However, in the second and third 
hours,  when  it  was  time  to  practice  the  new  form,  the  learners  committed  errors  and  almost  all  the  errors  they  
committed were corrected.  
Out of the 28 instances of repair identified in the analysis, 11 (39,2%) turned out to be other initiated-other 
repair. Almost all of the repair acts in this category was about the use of the definite article “the” and prepositions. 
In cases of such errors, the teacher himself initiated and completed the repair by reformulating the learner’s 
utterance. 8 (28,57%) of the instances seemed to belong to other-initiated self-repair category. The repairs in this 
category seemed to stem from grammatical errors; the teacher initiated the repair process generally by requesting 
clarification and the learner himself/herself repaired the erroneous utterance. It is noteworthy that in one of the 
instances in this category, a learner initiated a repair on the teacher’s utterance probably to work out a 
misunderstanding and the teacher repaired his own utterance. 6 (21,42%) of the instances seemed to belong to self-
initiated-self repair category. The repairs in this category also turned out to have a common distinctive feature. It has 
been found that learners preferred self-initiated self-repair when they were searching for a word to continue with 
their utterance or when they were hesitant about the grammatical structure they were to use. And finally 3 of the 
instances turned out to be instances of self-initiated other-repair. An interesting finding about this category is that all 
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of the self-initiated other-repair acts failed; when a learner initiated a repair on his/her own utterance, another learner 
from the class attempted to repair the erroneous utterance, but failed. In such instances, it was observed that the 
teacher took control of the situation and started the repair process over again.   
The identified initiation-repair mechanisms are illustrated in categories below: 
3.2.1. Self-initiated self-repair 
 
In the extract below, the learner signals the repair process in search of a word saying “errr”and then she 
repairs and completes her utterance. She is not interrupted until she commits a grammatical error.  
 
 (1)  T:  mm hm. What does she do in her free time? 
S1:  eerr In her free time, eerr she is, she is sleeps.  
T:  Sorry? 
S1: She sleeps 
T: mm hm 
In the following extract, it is again the learner herself who initiates the process by first pausing and then 
directly asking her partner to help. When her partner fails to repair the utterance, the learner herself repairs and 
completes her utterance saying “exercises”. 
 
(2)  T: so, In her free time 
S8: In her free time, Tülay.. ne yazmÕútÕk Tülay 
Ss: (laugh) 
S9: sen bana sormadÕn ki 
T: sormadÕ mÕ? 
S8: exercises  
T: exercises 
S8: eee drive a car.. drive.. drives a car 
T: drives a car 
3.2.2. Self-initiated other-repair 
 
The extract below illustrates a failure in repair. S6 says “and washes… washes to and to”, which clearly 
indicates that he hesitates and cannot complete her utterance. The repair is undertaken by another learner, S5. 
However, the repair attempt fails since what S5 says is not grammatical. Only after then does the teacher interrupt 
and initiate a new repair process.  
(3)  T:  Tell us about your partner 
S6: In her free time, Figen read books and washesss .. washes to and to 
S5: iron 
T:  no no.. so , let’s start from the beginning. In her free time 
 
The following extract illustrates a repair process which is first initiated by the teacher and failed and then 
re-initiated by the learner and repaired by the teacher. When the teacher asks “Figen or she; Does it ring a bell?”, Sx 
gives a clue for S6 to repair her utterance herself. S6, still hesitant about what to say, asks “(should I say) reads?” 
and  the teacher confirms and repairs the utterance.  
 
(4) T:  no no. Figen or she. Biúey hatÕrlattÕ mÕ? 
Sx: es takÕsÕ 
S6: reads mi? 
T: sure, yeah. 
T: reads books 
S6: reads books ee. Read 
3.2.3. Other-initiated self-repair 
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In the extract below, the teacher uses repetition to initiate the repair process and to work on the error the 
learner committed. S9 commits a grammatical error: “Seda study English” and the teacher highlights the error using 
intonation, then the learner repairs her own utterance.  
 
(5)  T: What about your partner? What does she do in her free time? 
S9: In her free time, Seda study English 
T: hm hm SEDA 
S9: studies English 
T: studies English 
 
Here, S1 commits a grammatical error, saying “ee she is,  she is sleeps” it  is the teacher who initiates the 
repair process. Actually, the learner signals a need for repair before the teacher, attempting to re-start her statement. 
However, because she fails to repair her own utterance the teacher initiates another repair process, requesting 
clarification; “Sorry?”.  Then the learner repairs, saying “she sleeps” and the teacher back-channels to indicate that 
the conversation is sustained.  
 
(6)  T: Ok, let’s listen to them, ok. Can you tell us something about your   partner? 
S1: Direk ben mi anlatayÕm? 
T:  mm hm. What does she do in her free time? 
S1:  ee In her free time, ee she is, she is sleeps.  
T:  Sorry? 
S1: She sleeps 
T: mm hm 
3.2.4. Other-initiated other-repair  
In Extract 7, the teacher uses recasts to provide correction for the error the learner committed. He 
reformulates the learner’s utterance in the correct form. It is the teacher who initiates the repair and who repairs the 
learner’s utterance. 
 
(7)  T: What about your partner? 
S10: In his free time, Hakan plays a piano 
T: plays the piano 
S10: and he eats (xxx) for lunch 
T: hm hm 
S10: he reads newspaper 
T: he reads the newspaper. Ok 
 
As for the quantitative analysis, a two-part questionnaire has been given to learners after the recordings 
have been completed and the learners’ answers were counted and analyzed.  
In Part A, the learners were asked to answer three general questions.  For the first question, whether the 
learner would like his/her teacher to correct his/her mistakes, all of the participants stated that they wish to be 
corrected by their teachers.  
For  the  second question,  11  of  the  learners  stated  that  they  wish  to  be  corrected  by  their  teachers  all  the  
time. Only one learner stated that he would like to be corrected most of the time. The reason for this result could be 
the likelihood that learners do not feel secure enough about the sentences they produce in the target language due to 
being beginner level learners. With advanced level learners, the results might change.  
The results of the third question indicate that the majority of the learners expect their pronunciation and 
grammar errors to be corrected by the teacher. The analysis of the classroom interaction revealed that the grammar 
errors committed by the learners were always corrected. However, for the pronunciation errors, the teacher either 
ignored the errors or used recasts as the correction type. As is noted earlier in the study, when recasts are used to act 
upon the learner errors, there is a risk that it remains open whether the learner becomes aware of the error he/she 
commits. Therefore, employing other types of correction along with recasts might be a good idea.  
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In Part B, the learners were asked to indicate their opinions of the statements on a 5-item Likert Scale; I 
strongly agree, I agree, I’m not sure, I disagree, I strongly disagree and to choose one of the given options in the 
last item. The results are tabulated and discussed in terms of frequency analysis. The tables are given below: 
 
Table1.  I want my errors to be always corrected 
 
I strongly disagree I disagree 
I’m not 
sure I agree I strongly agree  
25% 16,60% 0 0 58,30% 
 
For the statement I want my errors to be always corrected,  58,3%  of  the  learners  indicated  that  they  
strongly agree, whereas 25% indicated a strong disagreement.    
 
Table 2. I think it is really important for my learning process to be corrected in the class 
 
I strongly disagree I disagree 
I’m not 
sure I agree I strongly agree  
25% 16,60% 0 8,30% 50% 
 
Similar to the result of the first statement, half of the learners indicated strong agreement for the second 
statement, whereas 25% of the learners stated that they strongly disagree.  
 
Table 3. It encourages me to learn when my attention is drawn to the errors I make. 
 
I strongly disagree I disagree 
I’m not 
sure I agree I strongly agree  
0 33,30% 8,30% 8,30% 50% 
 
The results for the third statement indicated that the half of the learners strongly agree that they are 
encouraged to learn when their attention is drawn to errors they commit. 33,3% of the learners stated that they are 
not encouraged that way.  
 
Table 4. The errors I make contribute to my learning 
 
strongly disagree 
I  I 
disagree 
I’m not 
sure I agree I strongly agree  
8,30% 25% 0 25% 41,60% 
 
For the fourth statement, 66,6%  of the learners stated that they agree that their errors contribute to their 
learning, while 34,3% stated that they disagree.  
 
Table 5. I want my errors to be corrected by 
 
The teacher Myself My classmates I’d rather not be corrected. 
83,30% 0 8,30% 8,30% 
 
The results of the fifth item on the scale reveal that the majority of the learners wish to be corrected by the 
teacher. It is essential to note that none of the learners believe that they should be correcting their own errors. One 
learner stated that he would prefer to be corrected by his classmates, while one learner stated that he would rather 
not be corrected at all.   
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4. Conclusions  
 
The results of the study revealed that in this particular class, repair takes place when mechanical drills or 
meaningful exercises are conducted as a classroom activity. When a new language form is introduced to the 
learners, no error correction takes place since the learners switch to their mother tongue rather than trying to produce 
utterances in the target language. Another result of the study is that of all the four categories of initiation and repair 
mechanisms, other-initiated other-repair is the most preferred type of repair in the observed classroom. This might 
be stemming from the fact that the learners in this particular class are elementary level learners. As for learner 
preferences of the repair types, learners, in general, appeared to be positive toward being corrected in the classroom 
and the majority of the learners (83,3%) stated that they would like to be corrected by the teacher, which refers to 
other repair. It is noteworthy that none of the students indicated preference for self repair. This very finding 
contradicts with what was suggested by Schegloff et al. (1977) that self-repair is preferred to other-repair in natural 
conversations among native speakers. However, this preference is likely to change as the learner becomes more 
proficient and competent in the foreign language. Therefore, further studies may focus on the preferred initiation-
repair mechanisms in advanced classes. This study has at least one constraint that might be essential to mention. The 
size of respondents is relatively small when compared to other studies. Therefore, it may not be a good idea to 
generalize the results of the study.  
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